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Introduction Issuing a state certificate for teachers, administrators, and school
specialists is a means of establishing a uniform system of quality
education and identifying a level of professional standards.  Montana
state law dictates no person shall teach in the public schools until
he/she has obtained a Montana teacher certificate.  The Teacher
Education and Certification Department within the Office of Public
Instruction (OPI):

Provides certification applications to interested persons.
Evaluates submitted applications.
Issues or denies certificates to applicants.
Investigates potential revocation of current certificates.  

Based upon our initial review of the program, our overall audit
objective was to provide information and answer the following
question:

-- Can the current teacher certification process be improved?

How Do You Apply for
a Certificate?

To be initially certified to teach in Montana, the following minimum
requirements must be met:

1. Be 18 years of age at the beginning of the school term;

2. Be of good moral and professional character; and,

3. Completed a teacher education program at an approved
accredited institution.

Department staff issue certificates to applicants who submit accept-
able evidence and a completed Montana certification application. 
Required evidence includes official college transcripts outlining
teacher training courses completed and acceptable scores from pre-
scribed national teacher aptitude examinations.

Although the application form requires character and ethical inform-
ation, the certification system is primarily designed to ensure appro-
priate academic and educational backgrounds of teaching officials. 
OPI staff do not routinely perform thorough background checks or
verify all application information on potential applicants and certifi-
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cate holders.  This responsibility is left to local school districts and
superintendents who hire school staff.  

If questions regarding the minimum standards relating to moral
character or application evidence are raised, OPI staff can
investigate further and if warranted, deny the application. 

Why Would a Certifi-
cate Be Denied,
Revoked, or Suspend?

A certificate application may be denied for several reasons: min-
imum education standards are not met; incomplete evidence is
submitted; or issues relating to the applicant’s moral or professional
character are raised.  OPI staff can, if needed, access criminal
justice information, contact college officials, or interview previous
employers to inquire about information included in an application. 
In addition, a national certification information system is reviewed
to determine if the applicant has ever been denied, revoked, or
suspended certification in another state.  If staff determine required
standards are not met or are in question, a certificate may be denied. 
OPI staff deny approximately 80 applications each year.  Whenever
OPI denies issuance or renewal of a certificate, the applicant may
appeal the denial to the Board of Public Education (Board).

The Board may also issue a letter of reprimand, suspension, or
revocation for the following reasons:

1. Making false statements of material fact in applying for a
certificate.

2. Incompetency.

3. Gross neglect of duty.

4. Conviction of, entry of a guilty verdict, or a plea of no contest
to a criminal offense involving moral turpitude.

5. Immoral conduct as defined in ARMs related to the teaching
profession.

6. Substantial and material nonperformance of employment
contract.

7. Denial, revocation, or suspension of a teacher, administrator,
or specialist certificate in another state.
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Procedures are also in place to appeal any decision made during this
process.  During the last fiscal year, five certificates were revoked
and no certificates were suspended.

The Process Can be
Improved

The current certification process administered by OPI entails 22
different steps including five different inspection procedures.  We
believe this process could be streamlined to 10 or 12 steps by
addressing procedural inefficiencies and improving the management
information system.

Request for Initial
Application Forms

Based on our observations, the Request for Application Materials
form could be eliminated and several extra procedures, such as
evaluating qualifications prior to application or creating pending
files, could be discontinued without weakening the overall certifica-
tion process.  OPI staff indicated the Request for Application
Materials form was created to ensure applicants qualify prior to
applying, to prevent receiving notarized applications that had to be
denied.  However, the Request for Application Materials form
appears to only create a duplicate application process that results in
an extra four steps in the process and time delays in obtaining a
certificate.

Eliminating Overlapping
Files

During the current process, a correspondence file is established
when a request for information is received.  After an application is
sent, file information is transferred to another drawer and renamed a
pending file.  Currently, OPI maintains correspondence and pending
file information for up to seven years.  This requires additional staff
time to track the information in two different types of files and can
result in misplaced application information.  The department should
eliminate the overlapping file system to streamline the administrative
process for certification.

Limitations of the Current
Computer System

The teacher certification program utilizes a computer network to
store a portion of certification records.  Staff interviews and general
observations noted several limitations with this system, including:

Manual edits must be completed weekly rather than on-line.
Complete certificate holder information is not easily accessed.
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No method exists to electronically transfer data between OPI
and colleges.
Limited program reports are available.

A good management information system should be designed to
ensure staff can obtain information as needed and in a useful format. 
Interviews with OPI system staff and other system development
professionals indicated a new, more useful management information
system would cost approximately a maximum of $100,000 in staff
time and software.  The department should also examine other cost-
effective alternatives such as packaged software applications or
systems utilized in other states.  We believe the department should
upgrade the existing system to address current limitations.

Microfilming Records After applications are entered and certificates generated, application
evidence (transcripts, recommendations, application form) is micro-
filmed by OPI staff for storage.  To determine if this was a cost
effective option for OPI, we used Records Management Bureau rates
to conduct a cost benefit analysis between current microfilm
expenses and potential bureau charges.  Our cost comparison for
annual expenses for in-house processing estimated OPI costs at
$4,526.  Estimated Records Management Bureau costs for the same
services were $953.  A potential savings of $3,572 was identified in
this review.

The savings could be greater since this comparison does not take
into account any equipment needs or updates that may be required at
OPI and is based on conservative staff workload figures.  Therefore,
we conclude Records Management Bureau microfilm services appear
to be a cost effective option for the OPI Teacher and Education
Certification Department and would result in operational savings.

The Process Has
Inherent Inefficiencies

Currently there are three primary groups involved in the teacher
certification process: the Board of Public Education, the
Certification Standards and Practices Advisory Council, and OPI. 
As provided in statute, these agencies create a system of checks and
balances throughout the certification process; however, this system
does not necessarily lend itself to a streamlined or efficient
structure.  
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Duties between the various groups are closely interconnected and
one group must rely on another group to achieve all the required
goals of teacher certification.  For example, although OPI is
responsible for investigating reports from school districts on alleged
misconduct, Board of Public Education action must be requested to
actually revoke or suspend the certificate.  This can create time
delays in the revocation or suspension process and confusion on the
part of certificate holders.

The current process, as statutorily defined, creates a level of
inefficiency in the teacher certification process.

OPI and University
Coordination

There are designated certification officers who review applications
for initial teacher certification at: University of Great Falls,
University of Montana (U of M)-Missoula, Montana State
University (MSU)-Bozeman, MSU-Billings, MSU-Northern, U of
M-Dillon, Carroll College, and Rocky Mountain College.  These
officers assist in preparing OPI applications, disseminate
information to current and potential students about the certification
process, and track student progress toward obtaining certification.  

In effect, the colleges are conducting a major portion of the certifica-
tion workload for issuing initial certificates.  Program statistics for
teacher certification show Montana colleges process approximately
800 applications annually.  This accounts for 50 percent of the initial
applications being reviewed at the college/university level.

Conclusion Duplicate duties exist between OPI and college/university staff in
evaluating initial applications; however, this overlap does not
appear to negatively impact system efficiency.

Funding Issues Certification application and renewal fees are distributed, via OPI
staff, to the Board and the Advisory Council.  One agency collects
fees, another agency receives the fees, and the third agency
(Advisory Council) spends the money.  The agency spending the
money does not perform the administrative duties, instead the
Advisory Council uses this money for its operational costs and
related program research.  In the past, there have been limited
activities for research.  The only projects being conducted are
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designed to examine the effect of a “mentoring program” for new
teachers and professional development issues.  As a result, the fund
balance of the state special revenue account for certification fees has
been increasing with an approximate balance of $120,000 as of
June 30, 1997.

Under current statutes, this money cannot be readily used to focus
resources into a specific administrative area.  One area where fees
could be applied to provide additional support to the overall teacher
certification process is to enhance the current computer system. 
This system does not meet program needs and estimated costs for
improving this system are projected at a maximum of $100,000. 
Fee revenue could supplement funding in this area or be utilized to
study methods for improving management information and
management support systems.

To address this area, OPI, the Board of Public Education, and the
Advisory Council should jointly examine the current funding
structure.  A coordinated effort is required to ensure overall support
for proposed changes.

Defining Certification
Classes

The Board recently established a separate teacher certification class
for American Indian Language and Culture teachers, Class 7.  This
is the first time the Board established a separate class beyond those
listed in statute.  Other teacher certification classes (Class 1 through
Class 6) are statutorily defined in section 20-4-106, MCA.  This
statute outlines specific educational criteria for each certification
class to ensure a statewide professional standard is met.  For Class 7
certification, the Board has not established a statewide professional
standard or any academic guidelines.  Current ARMs state each
individual tribe will establish criteria for this class and that criteria
does not have to be formally provided to the Board.  Although
several tribes have developed application procedures, no formal
criteria has been designated.  Montana currently has seven
recognized tribes.  As a result, there could be seven different sets of
criteria or no formally defined criteria for someone licensed as a
Class 7 teacher.
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The legislature did recognize the need to acknowledge the distinct
and unique cultural heritage of American Indians within our educa-
tional system.  Section 20-4-212, MCA, outlines its policy and
commitment to preserving this heritage.  But developing a separate
standard for one specific class appears to conflict with the overall
mission of developing a uniform and orderly system of teacher
certification as required in section 20-4-102, MCA.  Lack of
academic and professional standards also puts OPI in the awkward
position of issuing, revoking, or denying applications for certifica-
tion without established guidelines to use as a basis for those
decisions.  Without clear criteria in these areas, the department may
experience difficulty in enforcing a decision.  The Board should seek
clarification for standards relating to Class 7 to ensure statewide
consistency and strengthen its position in enforcing Board policy.

Summary Overall, we found the teacher certification process in Montana is
operating as intended.  Although the system has inherent inefficien-
cies illustrated by the numerous groups involved in the process, few
concerns were identified.  A survey of certificate holders docu-
mented a high satisfaction with the process.  Other involved groups,
such as college staff and Board staff, noted OPI staff are helpful and
readily available for providing assistance.  No major areas of non-
compliance were noted during our review.  The suggestions and
recommendations noted in this report highlight enhancements to
increase the efficiency and improve the process.
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Introduction Issuing a state certificate for teachers, administrators, and school
specialists is a means of establishing a uniform system of quality
education and identifying a level of professional standards.  Montana
state law dictates no person shall teach in the public schools until
he/she has obtained a Montana teacher certificate.  The Teacher
Education and Certification Department within the Office of Public
Instruction (OPI):

Provides certification applications to interested persons.
Evaluates submitted applications.
Issues or denies certificates to applicants.
Investigates potential revocation of current certificates.  

Performance audit work at the Teacher Education and Certification
Department was requested by the Legislative Audit Committee.  Our
limited scope performance audit concentrated on examining these
responsibilities and the roles of other groups involved in the
process.  (Further discussion of the various groups is outlined in
Chapter II and Chapter IV.)

Audit Objective Based upon our initial review of the program, our overall audit
objective was to provide information and answer the following
question:

-- Can the current teacher certification process be improved?

Audit Scope and
Methodology

Audit work focused on the overall teacher certification process and
identified potential areas for increasing efficiency.  We addressed
our audit objective by conducting testing in the following areas:

Current work flow of the certification process and possible
electronic alternatives.
Records management and information sharing.  
Duties and functions between the various involved groups.
Legal restrictions and definitions which effect the process.

Management processes used to direct staff and organize operations
were identified.  Potential process in efficiencies and improvements
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were reported.  Current time delays and process bottlenecks were
highlighted.

Methods to provide information to the public and interested appli-
cants were reviewed, including electronic and manual data systems. 
Records management issues were addressed by examining the
storage methods used for past records, reviewing possible electronic
alternatives, and examining how the current management methods
impact data accuracy and usefulness.

Program coordination and communication were researched.  We
examined the role of OPI staff versus the role of various staff
involved with the Board of Public Education and the Certification
Standards and Practices Advisory Council.  College and university
staff tasks were documented and areas of potential increased
efficiency were highlighted.  Legal research was conducted to note
the overall effect on process efficiency or identify statutory
restrictions.  

This audit was conducted in accordance with governmental auditing
standards for performance audits.

Report Organization The report is organized into four chapters.  Chapter II is a general
overview of the teacher certification process.  Chapters III and IV
outline suggestions for improving the process and potential areas of
increased efficiency.
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Introduction This chapter provides a general overview of the Montana teacher
certification process.  The certification process is defined in sections
20-4-101 through 20-4-403, MCA, and is administered by the Board
of Public Education (Board), a Certification Standards and Practices
Advisory Council, and the Superintendent of Public Instruction
(OPI).

The Board of Public
Education’s Role

Created by the Montana Constitution, the Board is comprised of
seven members, appointed by the Governor.  The Board develops
certification policies which prescribe procedures for issuing teacher,
administrator, and specialist certificates.  The Board also has author-
ity to approve policies and processes relating to denial, suspension,
and revocation of certificates.  Major responsibilities include:

Issuing suspensions and revocations.
Conducting appeal hearings on denials, suspensions, or
revocations.
Issuing letters of reprimand.
Approving policy.

The Certification Stan-
dards and Practices
Advisory Council’s Role 

In addition to the Board, there is a Certification Standards and
Practices Advisory Council which is responsible for studying and
recommending changes to certification and education requirements
for teachers, administrators, and specialists.  As prescribed in
section 2-15-1522, MCA, council members are appointed by the
Board and include teachers from various grade levels, a specialist,
an administrator, one school board trustee, and faculty from
accredited teacher education programs.  This council meets quarterly
to discuss certification issues such as education requirements,
renewal procedures, and ethical guidelines.  Council
recommendations are presented to the Board for consideration.
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Source: Compiled by the Legislative Audit Division from
OPI records.

Figure 1
Major Certification Workload Duties

Teacher Education and Certification Department

OPI’s Role The Teacher Education and Certification Department within OPI
administers the actual process of issuing certificates.  The program
director reports directly to the deputy superintendent and oversees
OPI’s role in the prescribed certification process.  Duties include
drafting certification standards and approving college teacher educa-
tion programs.  In addition to the program director, three certifica-
tion specialists are responsible for certification duties.

Four principal areas consume the majority of certification
specialist’s time.  These include: dealing with incoming mail items,
mailing out certification applications, answering phone calls, issuing
certificates, and evaluating application evidence.  The following
figure indicates these duties and the number handled annually by
OPI staff.

Staff focus on issuing or denying certificates and collecting certifica-
tion fees.  There are approximately 23,000 current certificate
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Source: Compiled by the Legislative Audit Division from OPI
records.

Figure 2

Number of Certificates Issued Monthly
Calendar Years 1994-1996

holders.  Approximately 6,500 initial and renewal certificates are
issued annually.

The following figure notes the number of certificates issued monthly
during calendar years 1994, 1995, and 1996.

How Do You Apply for
a Certificate?

To be initially certified to teach in Montana, the following minimum
requirements must be met:

1. Be 18 years of age at the beginning of the school term;

2. Be of good moral and professional character; and,

3. Completed a teacher education program at an approved
accredited institution.
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The Montana initial application form requests information relating to
these requirements and must be notarized prior to submission to
OPI.  In addition, the applicant must subscribe to the following oath:

“I solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will support The Constitu-
tion of the United States of America and The Constitution of the
State of Montana.”

Department staff issue certificates to applicants who submit accept-
able evidence and a completed Montana certification application. 
Required evidence includes official college transcripts outlining
teacher training courses completed and acceptable scores from pre-
scribed national teacher aptitude examinations.  There are designated
certification officers who review applications for initial teacher cert-
ification at: University of Great Falls, University of Montana (U of
M)-Missoula, Montana State University (MSU)-Bozeman, MSU-
Billings, MSU-Northern,WMC-U of M, Carroll College, and Rocky
Mountain College.  

Although the application form requires character and ethical inform-
ation, the certification system is primarily designed to ensure appro-
priate academic and educational backgrounds of teaching officials. 
OPI staff do not routinely perform thorough background checks or
verify all application information on potential applicants and certifi-
cate holders.  This responsibility is left to local school districts and
superintendents who hire school staff.  

If questions regarding the minimum standards relating to moral
character or application evidence are raised, OPI staff can
investigate further and if warranted, deny the application. 

This is the process followed for initial application for certification. 
The process for renewal or reinstatement of Montana certification
does not require all these prescribed steps.
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 Class 1 (PROFESSIONAL) Complete a bachelor degree teacher education program and a
minimum 1 year study beyond.  (5,200)*

Class 2 (STANDARD) Complete a 4-year bachelor degree teacher education program. 
(13,900)*

Class 3 (ADMINISTRATIVE) Complete standard training & training required by the Board for
superintendents, principals, supervisors.  (1,600)*

Class 4 (VOCATIONAL) Complete standard training & requirements of United States
Office of Education or those required by special educational
fields.  (80)*

Class 5 (PROVISIONAL) Complete a 4-year college program & provide evidence of intent
to qualify for Class 1 or 2.  (1,700)*

Class 6 (SPECIALIST) Training, experience, & license required under other
professional standards if approved by the Board; such as school
psychologists and counselors.  (250)*

Class 7 (AMERICAN INDIAN Criteria to be designated by each Montana tribe.  (25)*
    LANGUAGE & CULTURE)

 *Approximate number of valid certificates.

Source:  Compiled by the Legislative Audit Division.

Table 1
Teacher Certification Classes

Who Should Be
Certified?

To recognize the different categories of teaching professions, seven
certificate classes are available.  Six classes are outlined in state
statute and the seventh was recently developed by Board policy. 
Certificate classes are identified in Table 1.

Certificates for most classes are valid for five years and must be
registered with the county superintendent where the holder is to
teach within 60 days after the teacher starts work.  Class 5 pro-
visional certification is issued for either one year for a specialist or
three years for teaching or administrative positions.  These appli-
cants generally have not completed an education major, have not
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successfully completed designated tests for certification, or lack
recent education credits. 

Certificates expire on June 30th of the last valid year.  Continuing
education requirements for renewal and re-instatement of certificates
are evaluated at that time.  Applicable criteria for application,
renewal, and re-instatement is generally outlined in statutes and
administrative rules.

In addition to classification, certificates are separated further into
various categories of expertise.  These categories include levels and
endorsements.  A level is a designation of the various grade levels
the certificate holder is authorized to teach.  For example, a Level 1
means the certificate holder is authorized to teach in grades
kindergarten through eighth (K-8).  

An endorsement designation is a method to identify the appropriate
subjects the holder is authorized to teach.  For example, an endorse-
ment of 14 indicates the certificate holder is qualified to teach
geography.  There are 45 Board approved teaching endorsements in
Montana, with four categories designated for administrative areas
and two for specialist classes.

Why Would a Certi-
ficate Be Denied,
Revoked, or Suspended?

A certificate application may be denied for several reasons: min-
imum education standards are not met; incomplete evidence is
submitted; or issues relating to the applicant’s moral or professional
character are raised.  OPI staff can, if needed, access criminal
justice information, contact college officials, or interview previous
employers to inquire about information included in an application. 
In addition, a national certification information system is reviewed
to determine if the applicant has ever been denied, revoked, or
suspended certification in another state.  If staff determine required
standards are not met or are in question, a certificate may be denied. 
OPI staff deny approximately 80 applications each year.  Whenever
OPI denies issuance or renewal of a certificate, the applicant may
appeal the denial to the Board.

Requests to suspend or revoke a teacher, specialist or administrator
certificate must be brought before the Board by an official of the
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local school district or the Superintendent of Public Instruction. 
These requests should specify whether revocation or suspension is
sought and should include:

Information on the specific charge(s).
An outline of the facts and evidence related to the charges.
A copy of minutes documenting the board of trustees decision.

Upon receipt of the request, the Board solicits an investigation by
OPI staff to determine if substantial reason exists to hold a hearing
for revocation or suspension.  Based on the preliminary investiga-
tion, the Board determines whether or not to hold a hearing. 

The Board may issue a letter of reprimand, suspension, or
revocation for the following reasons:

1. Making false statements of material fact in applying for a
certificate.

2. Incompetency.

3. Gross neglect of duty.

4. Conviction of, entry of a guilty verdict, or a plea of no contest
to a criminal offense involving moral turpitude.

5. Immoral conduct as defined in ARMs related to the teaching
profession.

6. Substantial and material nonperformance of employment
contract.

7. Denial, revocation, or suspension of a teacher, administrator,
or specialist certificate in another state.

Procedures are also in place to appeal any decision made during this
process.  During the last fiscal year, five certificates were revoked
and no certificates were suspended.
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Certification Fees and
Program Funding

Certification fees include a $6 initial filing fee and an additional $6
for each year.  For example, when applying for Class 1 certification
for the first time, the fee would be $36 (initial filing fee plus $6 for
each of the five years).  Teachers wishing to hold two or more
certificates in different classes must apply simultaneously and pay
the required fee for each class.  

By statute, all fees go to the Certification Standards and Practices
Advisory Council.  Three dollars of each fee is used for council
administration and $3 is to be used for research at the Board’s
discretion.  Fee revenues amount to approximately $200,000
annually.  The current budget for council operations is approxi-
mately $85,000.  Remaining funds can be used for various related
research projects.  As required in statute, this research shall be in
areas relating to:

Teacher education requirements.
Renewal requirements.
Professional practices and ethical conduct.

Research projects currently funded include examining the use of
mentors for new teachers and methods for improving professional
development of teachers.  

Annual teacher certification expenditures are funded with General
Fund moneys at approximately $150,000.  These funds are used for
personal services primarily.  Program operation costs related to
legal, management information, and general overhead are not
included.
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Introduction The current certification process administered by OPI entails 22
different steps including five different inspection procedures.  We
believe this process could be streamlined to 10 or 12 steps by
addressing procedural inefficiencies and improving the management
information system.  The following sections discuss the proposed
changes.

Suggested
Improvements From
Teachers

We sent out 100 questionnaires to current Montana certificate
holders.  Our sample included all classes of certificate holders,
including administrators, specialists, and provisional certificate
holders.  Overall, we found certificate holders who responded to our
survey (58 percent) are generally satisfied with the current process,
however several minor improvements were suggested.  Suggestions
included making forms more readily available and providing renewal
forms prior to January so they can be submitted as early as possible. 
Certificate holders felt these changes would reduce the number of
contacts needed with OPI staff.

Request for Initial
Application Forms

The current certification process requires a potential applicant call or
write to OPI to obtain a Request for Application Materials form
prior to obtaining an actual Certification Application form.  The
Request for Application Materials form, along with copies of
transcripts, is used by OPI staff to conduct a pre-screening to
determine the qualifications of the potential applicant.  OPI staff
compare qualifications outlined on the Request for Application
Materials form to the type of certification requested by the potential
applicant.  After conducting an initial evaluation, OPI staff either
send:

An application form and indicate what type of certification can
be applied for with the current qualifications (which may be
different than requested).

A letter requesting additional information to determine qualifi-
cations.

A form letter which states documented qualifications do not
meet minimum certification standards. 
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Based on our observations, the Request for Application Materials
form could be eliminated and several extra procedures, such as
evaluating qualifications prior to application or creating pending
files, could be discontinued without weakening the overall certifica-
tion process.  OPI staff indicated the Request for Application
Materials form was created to ensure applicants qualify prior to
applying, to prevent receiving notarized applications that had to be
denied.  However, the Request for Application Materials form
appears to only create a duplicate application process that results in
an extra four steps in the process and time delays in obtaining a
certificate.

Other states, such as Washington, Alaska and Wyoming, put respon-
sibility on the applicants to submit all required information and
complete application forms.  Incomplete information is immediately
sent back, not tracked by the certifying agency.  None of the other
six states contacted require a request for an application form prior to
sending an actual application form.  The department should
eliminate the Request for Application Materials form to streamline
the teacher certification process.

Eliminating Overlapping
Files

During the current process, a correspondence file is established after
initial materials are received.  After an application is sent, file
information is transferred to another drawer and renamed a pending
file.  Currently, OPI maintains correspondence and pending file
information for up to seven years.  This requires additional staff
time to track the information in two different types of files and can
result in misplaced application information.  

This filing system was developed based on the use of the Request for
Application Materials form process.  The department should
eliminate the overlapping file system to streamline the administrative
process for certification.
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Recommendation #1

We recommend the department streamline the teacher
certification process by:

A. Eliminating the Request for Initial Application Materials
form.

B. Eliminating overlapping correspondence files.

Recommendation #2

We recommend the department make certification forms readily
available throughout the year from various sources.

Obtaining Application
Forms

Teacher certification statutes restrict the application period to
January 1 through July 1 each year.  OPI staff, referring to this
statute, do not provide application or renewal forms until after
January 1 each year.  In addition, OPI staff tightly control the
number of applications distributed and who can provide those forms. 
Application forms are distributed in bundles of no more than 100 to
colleges and universities and are not readily available in the school
districts.  Renewal forms are not readily provided to the colleges or
school districts.

The application and renewal forms are not numbered and do not
contain confidential information, therefore it is unclear why dis-
bursing forms is restricted.  Although staff indicated they do not
want forms out there they do not know about, college staff stated
forms distributed to potential applicants are not tracked and photo-
copied forms have been sent in for processing.
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Records Management In addition to identifying duplicate or unnecessary steps in the
process, we examined the management information system used by
OPI.  We found the current management information system does
not provide useful information in a timely manner and cannot be
used efficiently by program staff.

Limitations of the Current
Computer System

The teacher certification program utilizes a computer network to
store a portion of certification records.  Staff interviews and general
observations noted several limitations with this system, including:

Manual edits must be completed weekly rather than on-line.
Complete certificate holder information is not easily accessed.
No method exists to electronically transfer data between OPI
and colleges.
Limited program reports are available.

Due to these limitations, staff do not rely on the computer system as
a primary information resource.  Paper reports must be generated to
supplement system information in order to ensure staff accessibility
to all program information.  Staff use these reports to identify
current certification information because data on the electronic
system cannot be accessed without generating a certificate or is
scattered in several different locations on the screens available.

System limitations have created an inefficient use of staff resources
and duplication in program information maintained.  It appears little
communication occurs between OPI program staff and system
support staff.  Clearly defined system needs have not been
developed or discussed between staff within the various functions. 
Due to the small size of the teacher certification program, this has
not been a priority for OPI system staff.

A good management information system should be designed to
ensure staff can obtain information as needed and in a useful format. 
Interviews with OPI system staff and other system development
professionals indicated a new, more useful management information
system would cost approximately a maximum of $100,000 in staff
time and software.  The department should also examine other cost-
effective alternatives such as packaged software applications or
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Recommendation #3

We recommend the department examine cost-effective alternatives
to upgrade the current computer system.

Recommendation #4

We recommend the department develop a system of controls to
safeguard application data during the certification process.

systems utilized in other states.  We believe the department should
upgrade the existing system to address current limitations.

Data Controls Applications for teacher certification are received in the mail room,
then transferred to the Teacher and Education Certification Depart-
ment for processing.  Prior to processing by certification staff,
applications are stored in individual work areas throughout the
office such as tabletops and staff desks.  No formal “count” of
applications is completed prior to data entry and no method exists to
ensure all applications are input.  With no method to safeguard
applications, they are occasionally misplaced.

In addition, the department does not have procedures for tracking
electronic data.  The number of certificates generated are not com-
pared to the number of applications entered.  An input log could be
developed to document the number of applications input.  Then the
number of applications input could be reconciled with the number of
certificates generated to obtain verification applications are entered
on the electronic data system.  Improved controls would ensure the
accuracy and completeness of program data after processing.

Developing controls for processing teacher applications could assure
the conversion of application data into electronic data and generated
certificates.
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Microfilming Records After applications are entered and certificates generated, application
evidence (transcripts, recommendations, application form) is
microfilmed for storage.  Due to the large volume of information
and staff turnover, a backlog of 14 months of microfilming currently
exists.  We reviewed this area to determine if other options were
available to improve the efficiency of microfilming records. 
Initially, we contacted Records Management Bureau staff within the
Secretary of State’s office to discuss services available, associated
costs, and potential time frames for providing offered services. 
Records Management staff indicated additional services and
efficiencies of scale in the bureau generally result in cheaper and
more timely services than agencies doing this work themselves.  

To determine if this was a cost effective option for OPI, we used
Records Management Bureau rates to conduct a cost benefit analysis
between current microfilm expenses and potential bureau charges. 
To compare costs, we estimated the cost of OPI staff performing
microfilm services.  Using job descriptions and budgeted salary
amounts, we calculated current OPI staff costs for performing
microfilming duties to be approximately $4,335 annually.

After estimating OPI staff costs, we identified other department
expenses associated with in-house service.  Other costs include film,
back-up film, and processing fees.  We compared these total costs to
the service rates quoted by Records Management Bureau for similar
services.  The following table notes our cost comparison for annual
microfilm expenses between current in-house OPI services and
potential costs of Records Management Bureau services.
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ESTIMATED
OPI COSTS

RECORDS MGT.
BUREAU COSTS

POTENTIAL
SAVINGS

FILM/PROCESSING $     77.76 $600.00 $ (522.24)

DUPLICATES       77.76      77.76 0.00 

QUALITY CONTROL       36.00      36.00 0.00 

JACKETING    240.00 (240.00)

STAFF COSTS  $4,335.20 Included in Processing 4,335.20 

TOTAL COSTS $4,526.72 $953.76 $3,572.96 

Source: Compiled by the Legislative Audit Division.

Table 2
Comparison of Annual OPI and Records Management Bureau Microfilming Costs

(November 1996)

The savings could be greater since this comparison does not take
into account any equipment needs or updates that may be required at
OPI and is based on conservative staff workload figures.  Therefore,
we conclude Records Management Bureau microfilm services appear
to be a cost effective option for the OPI Teacher and Education
Certification Department and would result in operational savings.

Another consideration in reviewing microfilming options may be a
timeliness issue.  Teacher certification records are often accessed to
answer in-coming requests for information, updated materials, etc. 
This requires information be readily available.  With the current OPI
backlog, access to records is not as timely as it could be.  Records
Management Bureau staff indicated a two day turn around could be
provided for the current teacher certification workload.  This
appears to provide a more timely turn-around with limited impact on
current operations.  
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Recommendation #5

We recommend the department contract for microfilming
services.

Summary By addressing these areas, the overall teacher certification process
could become more streamlined and efficient.  After reviewing the
portion of the process completed by OPI, we examined the involve-
ment of other groups and other factors which impact the process. 
The last chapter discusses our findings in this area.



Chapter IV - Other Factors
Affecting the Process

Page 19

Introduction The final step in evaluating the teacher certification process was to
examine the involvement of various groups and agencies.  Other
involved parties include: Board of Public Education, Certification
Standards and Practices Advisory Council, and certification officers
at colleges/universities.  This chapter outlines our findings and
suggested improvements.

The Process Has
Inherent Inefficiencies

Currently there are three primary groups involved in the teacher
certification process: the Board of Public Education, the Advisory
Council, and OPI.  As provided in statute, these agencies create a
system of checks and balances throughout the certification process;
however, this system does not necessarily lend itself to a streamlined
or efficient structure.  

Duties between the various groups are closely interconnected and
one group must rely on another group to achieve all the required
goals of teacher certification.  An example of the reliance between
groups is illustrated by the revocation and suspension process. 
Although OPI is responsible for investigating reports from school
districts on alleged misconduct, if sufficient grounds exist, Board of
Public Education action must be requested to actually revoke or
suspend the certificate.  This can create time delays in the revocation
or suspension process and confusion on the part of certificate
holders.

Another example involves policy and procedure development.  Cert-
ification policies are developed by the Board but actual procedures
to implement the policies are developed at OPI.  Therefore,
procedures are not always specifically what the Board envisioned
when formulating the applicable policy.  Interviews with staff
involved in policy and procedure development indicated inconsist-
encies occasionally occur.  For example, although the Board
approved Class 7 as a separate certification class, technically OPI
staff are issuing a “specialists” certificate.  This interpretation of the
policy may be slightly different than envisioned by Board members. 
Any variances or inconsistencies between Board policies and actual
procedures followed are difficult to resolve.  Based on the current
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statutory restrictions, each agency must perform their specified
functions regardless of the overall process inefficiency.

Conclusion The current process, as statutorily defined, creates a level of
inefficiency in the teacher certification process.

OPI and University
Coordination

In addition to the roles of the state boards and agencies, we visited
with staff at Montana colleges and universities involved in certifying
teachers through their applicable teacher education programs.  There
are designated certification officers who review applications for
initial teacher certification at: University of Great Falls, University
of Montana (U of M)-Missoula, Montana State University (MSU)-
Bozeman, MSU-Billings, MSU-Northern, U of M-Dillon, Carroll
College, and Rocky Mountain College.  These officers assist in
preparing OPI applications, disseminate information to current and
potential students about the certification process, and track student
progress toward obtaining certification.  

Our review focused on identifying overlapping duties and potential
processing duplication.  Duties performed at both the
colleges/universities and OPI include evaluating initial certification
applications, reviewing transcripts, and collecting fees.  Manage-
ment information maintained at each college or university unit is
also duplicated and sent to OPI.  College certification officers send
completed applications, transcripts, and other supporting evidence to
OPI weekly for processing.  OPI staff rely on the application review
completed through the colleges and do not complete a separate
evaluation.

In effect, the colleges are conducting a major portion of the certifica-
tion workload for issuing initial certificates.  Program statistics for
teacher certification show Montana colleges process approximately
800 applications annually.  This accounts for 50 percent of the initial
applications being reviewed at the college/university level.  OPI
oversight is limited to annual meetings held to discuss upcoming
changes and to exchange program information.
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Conclusion Duplicate duties exist between OPI and college/university staff in
evaluating initial applications; however, this overlap does not
appear to negatively impact system efficiency.

Other Issues Which
Impact Coordination

In addition to functional overlaps, several other issues were raised
within the teacher certification process which resulted from over-
lapping duties and responsibilities.  These issues include the current
fee and funding system and new certification classifications.  The
following sections discuss our findings and observations in these
areas.

Funding Issues Unlike other professional licensing fees, certification fees do not
actually support the function of issuing certificates.  Instead, fees
can only be spent for Certification Standards and Practices Advisory
Council administration and to address various study areas
recommended by the advisory council and the Board.

Currently, certification application and renewal fees are distributed,
via OPI staff, to the Board and the Advisory Council.  One agency
collects fees, another agency receives the fees, and the third agency
(Advisory Council) spends the money.  The agency spending the
money does not perform the administrative duties.  The Advisory
Council uses this money for its operational costs and related
program research.  In the past, there have been limited activities for
research.  The only projects being conducted are designed to
examine the effect of a “mentoring program” for new teachers and
professional development issues.  As a result, the fund balance of
the state special revenue account for certification fees has been
increasing with an approximate balance of $120,000 as of June 30,
1997.

Under current statutes, this money cannot be readily used to focus
resources into a specific administrative area.  One area where fees
could be applied to provide additional support to the overall teacher
certification process is to enhance the current computer system. 
This system does not meet program needs and estimated costs for
improving this system are projected at a maximum of $100,000. 
Fee revenue could supplement funding in this area or be utilized to
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Recommendation #6

We recommend OPI, the Board of Public Education, and the
Advisory Council agree upon and seek legislation to redefine the
funding structure for the teacher certification process to provide
support for program administration.

study methods for improving management information and
management support systems.

To address this area, OPI, the Board of Public Education, and the
Advisory Council should jointly examine the current funding
structure.  A coordinated effort is required to ensure overall support
for proposed changes.

Defining Certification
Classes

The Board recently established a separate teacher certification class
for American Indian Language and Culture teachers, Class 7.  This
is the first time the Board established a separate class beyond those
listed in statute.  Other teacher certification classes (Class 1 through
Class 6) are statutorily defined in section 20-4-106, MCA.  This
statute outlines specific educational criteria for each certification
class to ensure a statewide professional standard is met.  For Class 7
certification, the Board has not established a statewide professional
standard or any academic guidelines.  Current ARMs state each
individual tribe will establish criteria for this class and that criteria
does not have to be formally provided to the Board.  Although
several tribes have developed application procedures, no formal
criteria has been designated.  Montana currently has seven
recognized tribes.  As a result, there could be seven different sets of
criteria or no formally defined criteria for someone licensed as a
Class 7 teacher.

The legislature did recognize the need to acknowledge the distinct
and unique cultural heritage of American Indians within our educa-
tional system.  Section 20-4-212, MCA, outlines its policy and
commitment to preserving this heritage.  But developing a separate
standard for one specific class appears to conflict with the overall
mission of developing a uniform and orderly system of teacher
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Recommendation #7

We recommend the Board seek legislative clarification on specific
academic and professional guidelines for Class 7 certification.

certification as required in section 20-4-102, MCA.  Lack of
academic and professional standards also puts OPI in the awkward
position of issuing, revoking, or denying applications for certifica-
tion without established guidelines to use as a basis for those
decisions.  Without clear criteria in these areas, the department may
experience difficulty in enforcing a decision.  The Board should seek
clarification for standards relating to Class 7 to ensure statewide
consistency and strengthen its position in enforcing Board policy.

Summary Overall, we found the teacher certification process in Montana is
operating as intended.  Although the system has inherent inefficien-
cies illustrated by the numerous groups involved in the process, few
concerns were identified.  A survey of certificate holders docu-
mented a high satisfaction with the process.  Other involved groups,
such as college staff and Board staff, noted OPI staff are helpful and
readily available for providing assistance.  No major areas of non-
compliance were noted during our review.  The suggestions and
recommendations noted in this report highlight enhancements to
increase the efficiency and improve the process.
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